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II.  DRAMATIC ENTERTAINMENTS
Festal celebrations, whether accompanied by athletic contests
or otherwise, were a very common feature of Athenian life. For
whole days together, many times in the year, the entire city
would keep holiday (and in justice to them it is only fair to
remember that there were no Sundays). There were some
celebrations to which women only were admitted; others in
which the whole citizen-body took part. The most splendid of
all was the Panathenaea, a festival held in honour of the patron-
goddess Athene. Its principal event was a procession to the
Acropolis, the scene of which is depicted on the great Parthenon
frieze now in the British Museum. At the head of the procession
went a monster ship on wheels carrying a sacred robe woven
for the image of the goddess and destined to be laid, as an annual
offering, upon her knees. After the ship came girls carrying
baskets of scent and wine-jars, then bulls for the sacrifice, then a
deputation of resident foreigners in scarlet cloaks, boys bearing
pitchers, old men with olive-branches, finally a group of chariots,
and, bringing up the rear, a cavalcade of youths mounted on
mettlesome steeds. It is clear that the Athenian people well
understood the art of organizing a spectacle of this sort.
More interesting to ourselves, however, was the Festival of
Dionysus the Vine-god, at which dramatic competitions were
held; and of this some fuller description must be given. The
great Dionysia, as this festival was called, was not the only
dramatic festival at Athens. It was held in March, and there
was another which took place somewhat earlier in the year,
while similar performances on a more modest scale were popular
in the Attic countryside. The origin of the drama may, indeed,
be traced to some simple form of rustic entertainment at which
a chorus of men danced in a ring, reciting or chanting the story
of some mythological episode. As time went on, a man, dressed
up in appropriate robes and mounted on a table, had been